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Lionel Gossman, Basel in the Age of Burckhardt. A Study in Unseasonable
Ideas. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2000. xii, 608
pp. Bibliographical references, index. Cloth $40.00.
"Monotonie sans egale" 3 or sanctuary for "unbridled thinkers'>!?

Being human and prone to forming first impressions, this reviewer
glanced at the full title of the text under review, and saw red flags rising. First,
in the spirit of full disclosure, this non-Swiss reviewer has only "visited"
Basel once: an unpleasant-and unexpected-wintry layover courtesy of a
French rail strike. Second, seeing "unseasonable ideas" in the same title as
anyone other than Nietzsche raises one's hackles.5 Third, while the works of
Burckhardt enjoy renewed interest among art historians and publishers,6 he
remains largely ignored by "new" cultural and intellectual historians7 and
humanists fault him for his re-introduction of the term "renaissance.'~ Within

Johann Jacob Bachofen on Basel, as qtd., p. 124.
Romain Rolland, as qtd., p. 106. References hereafter will appear parenthetically in the
text.
5 Friedrich Nietzsche's Unzeitgemiisse Betrachtungen were published individually with
separate titles, 1873-1876.
6 James Fenton quotes Burckhardt at length in his review of two volumes recently published
by the Metropolitan Art Museum, cf. Fenton, "The Story of a Room" New York Review of
Books (March 29, 2001), pp. 32-34, here p. 32. Renewed interest in Burckhardt is evident
from the following: Hans R. Guggisberg (ed.), Umgang mitlacob Burckhardt: zwolfStudien
Beitrage zu Jacob Burckhardt ; Bd. 1 (Basel: Schwabe; Munich: C.H. Beck, 1994) and
Burckhardt, The Greeks and Greek Civilization ed. Oswyn Murray and trans. Sheila Stern
(London: HarperCollins, 1998).
7 While Burckhardt did not "invent" cultural history, Pierre Bayle is often given credit, his
name is "inseparably connected" with Kulturgeschichte for "middle" cultural historians like
Hayden White (252). Or is it? Now it rarely appears in the footnotes and indices of"new"
cultural historians, which suggests that he has either been forgotten or incorporated to the
point of subconscious assimilation. Cf. Victoria E. Bonnell and Lynn Hunt (eds.), Beyond
the Cultural Turn. New Directions in the Study of Society and Culture (Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1999).
8 Charles G. Nauert, representative of the current historiography of humanism, applauds
Burckhardt for naming the Renaissance epoch in 1860, but, he claims, specialists abandoned
the term soon after the publication of Wallace Ferguson's The Renaissance in Historical
Thought (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1948). Cf. Nauert, Humanism and the Culture of
Renaissance Europe (Cambridge, 1995), p. ix. Furthermore, one specialist has recently
noted that humanist Pierre Belon employed the term "renaissance" to mean "rising from [a]
noxious coma." Cf. George Huppert, The Style ofParis: Renaissance Origins ofthe French
Enlightenment (Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1999), p. 7.
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a few pages, however, the reader soon realizes that Burckhardt and Basel have
been misunderstood and that Professor Gossman has tapped into a critical
lineage extending back through Burckhardt to Montaigne and Erasmus.
In the introduction to this tour de force, twenty years in the making,
Lionel Gossman, professor emeritus of Romance languages and literatures at
Princeton University, apologizes for lacking the credentials of a professional
historian. 9 A brief glance at the text's subject headings (biography,
intellectuals, Basel, culture, philosophy, and history) reveals the modesty of
such self-deprecation. One discovers by the end of the text, pigeon-holing
Gossman as a "lit specialist" would be similar to calling Jacob Burckhardt
merely an art historian or Friedrich Nietzsche merely a teacher of Greek. The
author of numerous articles and books, most recently Between History and
Literature (1990) and, with Nicolas Bouvier and Gordon Craig, Geneva,
Zurich, Basel: History, Culture, and National Identity (1994), Professor
Gossman is not a stranger to history nor to Basel. In fact, finding its genesis in
an undergraduate seminar team-taught with Carl Schorske10 in the late 1970s
or early 1980s, Basel in the Age of Burckhardt represents a labor of love for a
mature Renaissance man and not a young scholar's first foray. In addition to
scholarly reference, Basel will certainly be cited by future academics to
spouses and family members as proof that sacrificed summers and boundless
intellectual passion can truly yield a magnum opus.
A thorough review of such a richly detailed work of 600 pages and nearly
1700 endnotes presents a daunting task and would perhaps be better suited for
a Stammtisch or a large canvas. One can nonetheless flesh out a few themes
and contextualize the work. As one might surmise simply from the title, Basel
contains several narratives. In his own words, Gossman's seeks
to show how both writers [Bachofen and Burckhardt] are deeply
rooted in the culture of a small, somewhat idiosyncratic, but at times
illustrious city-state in the heart of Europe in the last decades of its
history as an autonomous polity .... whose history and character are
inevitably little known to generations accustomed to think in terms of
the great nation-states of nineteenth-century Europe. (9)

9 Gossman jokes that Gibbon completed his History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire in less time. Cf., p. ix.
10 Carl E. Schorske would later publish an essay entitled "History as Vocation in
Burckhardt's Basel" in his Thinking with History: Explorations in the Passage to
Modernism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), pp. 56-70.
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In addition to an analysis of the historical evolution of a Swiss polis over
the second half of the 19th -century, a second thread running throughout the
work is the re-historicization of four unzeitgemiisse intellectuals, with Jacob
Burckhardt receiving top billing, in the unique context of Basel and of a
university long plagued with the reputation of being a desert culture/
compared to those increasingly wissenschaftlich German institutions. Third,
Gossman stresses the radical nature of their ideas, especially in contrast to
those of Berlin. Finally, this reviewer senses that, consciously or not, these
unzeitgemiisse men have greatly influenced Prof. Gossman.
Johann Bachofen, Jacob Burckhardt, Franz Overbeck, Friedrich
Nietzsche, and the painter Arnold Bocklin-all subjects of team-taught
seminars with Carl Schorske--were to share equal space in Gossman's
original plan. In the interest of completing the manuscript, however, Gossman
omitted the latter except for a few examples of his artwork. Similarly, the last
section, on the two "outsiders" and close friends, numbers an efficient 44
pages, whereas Bachofen enjoys nearly 100 pages of text and Burckhardt
twice as many.
The first of thus unequal four parts introduces us to the l ~-century
Dreiliindereck wedged between Germany, France, and Italy at the carrefours
of northern and southern and of western and central Europe. Founded as
Augusta Raurica, one of several Roman settlements gracing the Rhine, Basel
has enjoyed a history of traffic and of independence. Already the site for a
great cathedral, the completion of the Devil's Bridge across the Reuss gorge
circa 1230 placed the town on a new north-south trading route. The founding
of the university in 1460, 11 the appearance of the printing press and the culture
of the book brought the famed humanist Erasmus and the Protestant
Reformation respectively. Meanwhile, in 1501 thefreie Reichsstadt joined the
loose confederation of Swiss cantons but remained "northern" (economically,
linguistically, and culturally), more akin to Strasburg than to Zurich, until
Louis XIV's annexation of Alsace. Basel of the 17th and 18 th centuries is
remembered for her three "M's": mathematicians (Bernoullis and Eulers),
international merchants, and ribbon manufacturers-who would soon be
supplemented by bankers, at the end of the 18th century, backing the
industrialization of other European lands.
In the 19th century, not unlike the rest of Europe, Basel experienced its
share of political events. During the Wirren of 1830-1833 the rural districts
revolted against the town and led to a permanent split of the canton into urban

11

Shorske posits 1454. See op. cit., p. 57.
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and rural halves. Even before the Freischaren marched on Lucerne, the
Sonderbundkrieg, and the revolutions of 1848, Basel and Frankfurt remained
the only free Rhenish cities, but Basel relinquished much of its sovereignty in
accepting the Swiss federal constitution of 1848. Acceptance of the 1874
revision then "effectively marked the end ... of six centuries of existence as a
more or less independent polity." (7)
Superficially, Basel resembled an ancient Greek polis. Quoting Alfred
Burgin, Gossman describes the city's political structure as '"a kind of family
government... belonging to the circle of well-to-do merchants and
manufacturers,"' not an ennobled order, formed Basel's patriciate even before
the extinction of the guilds (34). A complex web of marriages managed to
keep the number of families small. Nonetheless, business superceded local
politics: "[p ]olitics and government, in short, were not a career in Basel. Only
business was .... Government was what a man did after he made money." (31)
Culturally, 19th century Basel possessed contradictions. Despite the
cosmopolitan commercial ties, Baslers worshipped God and Mammon with
equal fervor, ignored theater, but enjoyed an abundance of Vereine, musical
venues, and public lectures-but class and/or gender generally segregated
activities. Gossman concludes that there was "no lively public culture in
Basel, no large and varied leisure class." (59)
Despite prosperous humanistic beginnings, the university, meanwhile, had
sunk into insignificance by the 18th century with few students and a preference
for local-even if not gifted-professors (35). The sons of Basel's elite
entered business-not the -liberal professions or the civil service. After
Napoleon, the provincial city experienced massive changes associated with
modernization: urbanization, industrialization (chemicals), arrival of the
railway, and a surge of neo-humanism. 12
Following a poignant interlude from Romain Rolland's Jean-Christophe,
the city and university converge with the life and career of Johann Jacob
Bachofen (1815-1887). His story follows in the second hundred pages. To
summarize quickly, his background was not unrepresentative. His family
having arrived in the mid 16th century, Bachofen came from the "cream of
Basel society," enjoyed a humanist education, distrusted democracy, and
found his homeland exceedingly dull. Drawing heavily from and offering
clear syntheses of Bachofen's works, particularly Das Mutterrecht, Die
Griechische Reise, Die Griibersymbolik, and the letter known as Die

12 With the population jumping from 16,420 in 1815 to over 100,000 by the end of the
century, the city literally outgrew its medieval character: the walls were destroyed in the
1850s and the old sewage system showed its shortcomings. (77-79)
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Selbstbiographie, Gossman succeeds in painting the portrait of an arch-enemy
of the Prussian bureaucracy (including her professors) and radical
"antiphilologist" who withdrew from politics and the university in order to
pursue "the history of the ways in which human beings have understood
themselves, the universe, and their own history" (189) through myth, legend,
religion, and law.
Demonstrating a keen interest in Jacob Burckhardt (1818-1897), Gossman
devotes over a third of the text to Bachofen's contemporary and relative. The
Burckhardts became Basel citizens in the early 1500s and began in business as
haberdashers before moving up to silk traders before entering the powerful
guilds. By the yearl600 they were already among the richest and most
influential families and they rose to such political prominence that from 1655
to 1798 a Burckhardt, or husband of one, was one of the two Burgermeisters
(203). Others, not dissimilar to the Medicis, established themselves abroad
and reached high levels of service to princes. The son of a minister, Jacob
Burckhardt nonetheless enjoyed a cosmopolitan upbringing. After the
Gymnasium and Piidogogium, young Burckhardt studied theology in Bonn,
but filled with intellectual pessimism, dropped it in favor of history under
Ranke. 13 After bouncing around posts in Basel, Rome, and Berlin- all the
while contributing to the Kolnische Zeitung (contemporaneously with Karl
Marx) and producing scholarly works-the young Burckhardt landed in 1855
at the Federal Polytechnique in Zurich. Finally self-assure, the art
dilettante/art historian/cultural historian returned to his hometown university,
where he would prefer civic culture and a "general awakening of his students"
to historical thinking to transmitting specialized knowledge (238). With a
wistful note in his voice, Gossman recounts how Burckhardt distanced himself
from the viri eruditissimi- "the bureaucrats of scholarship"-by refusing to
write reviews (ahem), by discouraging young foreign scholars from studying
with him, and by avoiding "self-serving" and "sterile" congresses (238). Quite
simply, he wished to '"pass for dead abroad."' (ibid)
In his most elegant chapter, the twelfth, Gossman argues convincingly
against the charges "presentist" and "Whiggish" often lodged against
Burckhardt by 20 th -century historians and philologists. Having closely read
Burckhardt's published works, correspondence, and Kaegi's masterful
biography, Gossman first attests that Burckhardt felt impelled to pursue a
broad cultural history of Greece because his Basel colleagues had failed to

13 Chapter fifteen specifically treats the Burckhardt/Bachofen vs. Ranke/Mommsen and
Basel vs. Berlin rivalries.
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offer a synthesis. He never intended a detailed, consummate study, and yet
upon the posthumous publication of the four-volume text, Wissenschaftler
nitpicked. Gossman further argues that Burckhardt purposely advanced
presentist themes as means of judging his own Zeitgeist.
Admirers of Nietzsche and Overbeck will find almost nothing new in
Basel in the Age ofBurckhard! . 14 Allotting himself only one chapter, Gossman
utilizes the last two "unseasonable" intellectuals to complement his larger
discussion of the two homegrown professors, whom they admired. Gossman
argues that Nietzsche was able to pursue his "unorthodox philosophy" and
Overbeck his "antitheology" in large part because
the 'anachronistic' city-republic of Basel was a place where those
whose ideas were 'unzeitgemiiss' ... [found] a sanctuary for intellectual
practices that ran counter to the reigning orthodoxies of German
scholarship ... .In Basel [the four] found the peace and security they
needed to develop or pursue unseasonable thoughts .... Their work,
taken en bloc, constitutes a formidable critique not only of
Wissenschaft as it was understood in the late nineteenth century,
especially in Germany, but of the optimistic, self-confident
modernism of their time. (8)
Gossman, comfortably in retirement, should be applauded for his own
Burckhardtian twist of using an historical work to criticize our period and its
narrow-minded nitpickers.
Despite its heft and, paradoxically, its truncated nature, students of the
humanities 15 and gebildete Leute will find the richly detailed Basel in the Age

14 For example, in terms of Nietzsche, Gossman relies heavily on the Janz biography and,
understandably, makes little effort to treat the abundant secondary literature appearing in the
last decade excepting David Marc Hoffmann (ed.), Nietzsche und die Schweiz Reihe
Strauhof Zurich Bd. 7 (Zurich: Strauhof, 1994). For Nietzsche's critical appraisal of his
Basel years, see "Why I am so clever" in Ecco Homo edited and translated by Walter
Kaufmann, On the Genealogy ofMorals and Ecce Homo (NY: Random House, 1967/ 1989),
p. 242. Perhaps the best (anglophone) secondary treatment is R. J. Hollingdale, Nietzsche:
The Man and his Philosophy revised ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999). On the other
hand, Gossman should be commended for exploiting the Giorgio Nietzsche, Colli and
Mazzino Montinari (eds.), Kritische Gesamtausgabe: Briefwechsel 24 vols. (Berlin: de
Gruyter, 1975-1984).
15 Students and instructors in Swiss, pan-German, or cultural history, the social history of
ideas, historical sociology, and/or the philosophy of history, for example, should consider
this text.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol37/iss2/6

6

Williams: Review: <i>Basel in the Age of Burckhardt</i>

2001]

Reviews

47

of Burckhardt a pleasure to read, although monolingualists might tire of the
inconsistency of translations (sometimes provided, sometimes not).
Benn Williams
Department of History
University of Illinois at Chicago
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